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Olin Is not a blanht 'nd,"",-nt or come'''''''.''
COMINT: Who We Are II '='Vhat tVe Propose
We are a eroup of concerned citizens and media

professionals who enjoy public television but are
concerned about its failure to provide balanced and
responsibly reported programminr in the area of
current affairs documentaries and series specials.

Ours is not a blanket indictment or complaint.
Thus we share the view that Ken Burns' recent Civil
War series is one of the great achievements oftele­
vision prorramming by any standard. The MadVeU·
Lehrer News Hour is also, we think, a model of
responsible reporting and news analysis. In addi­
tion, Fron.tliM'S recent segment "The StnJ.ale For
South Africa" was an eye--opening report on the
trials and perils ofthe post-apartheid future, which
we commend for its accurate coverapofa controver-

'-../ Iliallubject and a complex reality.
Regrettably, these last two are exceptions to the

PBS rule in current affairs programming. Those who
doubt the existence ofsuch a rule can perform a test
by asking themselves the follo'W'irc questions: Has
PBS announced that it is going to celebrate a poUt­
icallife? You know intUitively that the life will not
be that of Ronald Reagan. Does PBS have plans to
air a special report on global wanning? You know
that this special will not challenge conventional
environmentalist wisdom that ilobal warming is a
proven threat, perhaps even of apocalyptic dimen­
sions. Has PBS decided to run a sympathetic report
on a political Cause? You know that the cause will
not be vouchers for public schools, or anti-abortion
legislation. or nuclear enerlY. Will a PBS documen­
tary try to redeem a maligned hero of the put? You

, 1_"lOW that the candidate for redemption is more
'-" ",ely to be Anna Louise Strone or Alger Hiss than

Arthur Koestler or Whittaker Chambers.

The Real Problem
The problem is this: Not that old Stalinists like

Anna Louise Strona ahould have theiJ' day in court.
Not that apocalyptic environmentalists should be
permitted to air their case. Not that liberal C8WMS
should be 8Ympathetically portrayed. But is there
any reuon why they should be iden.ti/'iMJ, with pub­
licly IUpported television as they are, and why the
rest ofAmerica and th4ir causes and heroes should
be excluded, as they are?

There is no respectable answer to this queltion.
But is there a remedy for the problem? Thia is a
question on which the very fate of public television

may baDi. Governmentally funded, publicly privi­
leied inltitutiollf like PBS and the .tations it HrveB
cannot be the captiveofone politicalsulH:ulture and
expect to .urviV8 in the Ion&' run. Political orcultural
bias will eventually provoke the kind ofiovemment
attention that is inimical to the independent role of
the media in a free society. Even in the absence of
iOvemmental concern about political biu and cul­
tural exclusion, good old competition for audience
will take its inevitable toll. Already, culturally en­
riched proiftUDD'ling is available on cable stations
like A&E, Discovery and Bravo, which do not pander
to the tastes ofone political and cultural minority in
the unseemly manner ofpublic:: televUion. Remedies
will have to be found for the institutional biases that
produce this parochialism or public television will
not have much of a future.

The Remedy
PrelCriptions for correcting the present built-in

biases ofpublic televi,ion are outlined in COMINTs
current petition to the FCC to deny KCET-Lo8 An·
iele8 an unconditional renewal of its license (see
"Our Quarrel With KCET" in this issue). The key
recommendations are as follows:

• Make all subscribers to public television sta­
tiOIl& members ofth. corporations that oper­
ate the stations. Make all public televi8ion
boards elected by the members.

• Establish a clear and coherent policy ofbal­
ance and fairneu in programming at each
local station, includingadherence tojournal­
istic standard. ofobjectivity in reportin&'.

• Establish a paid position of Ombuclsman
responsible for implementing the policy of
fairness and balance. Have the Ombudsman
report to a committeeofthe board, which will
meet reaularly and concern itaelf with the
objectivity, balance and fairnen ofprogram·
mingo Give the Ombuclsman the power to
control eIlOlllh air time to provide reason­
able means of redreli when biased or inac­
curate reporting or unbalanced proaramming
occura.

IICO.-nIlls. pYblicatlon of the Committee on Media IntesJrIt)'. P.O. Box 2669, Hollywood. CA 90078
Co-ehalrs1Dwid Horowitz, Ptttr Collier, Lega' Counsel: Richlii'cl hI'ldns. COMINT AdvlSOlY IoItcl: William B. Allen. Richard Irookhiser.
RIchard M. Coleman, K. E. Grubbslr., Ken Kelley, Bill Lecnard, lIAarUllllAullin. Dennis Prager
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Off Balance - contlllUtd from page 1

become a curiosity in itself. For example, instead of
recognizing that the contras eventually beeame the
largest peasant anny in Latin American history,
FrontliM characterized the contra war in the ex­
treme tenns ofthe ramealleft as "a CIA war against
the people of Nicaragua." This in 1990 - that is to
say, after Nicaraguans had clearly rejected the
Sandinistaa in a landslide election that brought to
power exactly those forces in Nicaragua that the

Sandinistas and their US supporters had previously
condemned as "contras" and llcontra-sympathizers."
In
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Pictures VI. Talking Heads
Conaervatives are not the only viewers of public

TV with concerns about proi!'amming. Liberals and
leftists have eomplain.d as well. Some of the more
extreme complaints from the left are frivolous, as for
example FAIR·a charge that MacNeil/Lehrer News­
Hour is biased because it interviews too many white
males and not eno\1ih Marxists as newsmaken or

The rationale here Is not so clear..•lt would
be reasonable, for example, for PBS to
consider balancing "Wall Street Week H with
Q show about employment opportunities In
a similor format.

news analysts. But $Oms of the complaints have
........" ,rit and reflect, from the other side, the kind of

confusion in standards that now reians over public
television's proeramming in current affairs. Thus.
the complaint is heard that William F. Buckley's
Firing Line and John McLaughlin's One·on-One are
not balanced with similar programs from the other
side ofthe political spectrum. Fair enou,h. Why not
have two liberals as entertainin, and informative as
Buckley and McLaulhlln hOit similar shows? It is
also said that Wall Street Week is a conservative
advocacy program. But even though the show's host,
Low Rukeyeser is a well~known conservative, the
rationale here remains opaque - unless wanting to
earn money in the stock market makes one a conser­
vative. It would be reasonable for PBS to consider
balancing "Wall Street Week" not with a liberal

policy show, but with a show about employment
opportunities in similar format.

A PIcture Is Worth 8 ThouIInd Words
But another case is al80 made - and made ftoe­

quently by PBS prolT&mmers reailtin&' propoaals to
balance their CUJTent affairs proarammin,. This is
the claim that Buckleyand McLaughlin (who appear
in minimally viewed time-slots on Saturday after~

Doona) to,ether with William Rukeyeeer of Wall
Sreft Week sufficiently balance hours and hours of
left-Ie~prime time dOCumentaries and ftlmed
specials like The Africans, TM Secret Gov,rnmen.t.
The American CeAtury. The Korean WOol', "High
CrimM and Misdemeanors," and series like POV
and Frontline. Unlike the conservatives' talkin,
heads ProJrams (which are BOJnewhat balanced by
series likeBill Moy,rs'World ofIdeas). the proarams
in the area of near leftist monopoly reconstmct
entire historical realities and wind up on video-cas­
Htt.S to be distributed, often with companion books,
to libraries and schools. By
no stretch ofany reasonable
imagination can the tiny
contqent of conservative
talking head shows balance
the legions of panoramic
4ldocumentaries" and "in­
veati,ative reports" that at·
tempt to sway audience.; in
a liberal or radically left di~

rection on public TV.

How You Can Make a Difference
Ifyou are concerned about the state ofpub1ic televiaion, your $.25 contribution willaend 26 copies
ofCOMINT to anyone of the followinr rroups:

1. Members ofthe FCC a:nd Conpoeas 5. Director8 of the Corp. for Public Broadcasting
.:2. Direeton ofpublic television nation. 6. Staft'a ofpublic television 8tati0I18

S. Underwriters of pubUc televUion .tation. '1. Celebrities who raise funds for public television
•. Journalists who cover public television 8. Public te1eviIion viewen
[] Enc10Ied is my check for $2S. I waot my 26 copies ofCOMINT lent to group.:_
o Please aend me _ copies ofCOMINT ($1 each)

EnclOled ia my contribution to the CoDuntttee on Media Int..lrity for
CJ $100 SUltaiDinl Member 0 $60 SupportingMember-C 'P5 Member

.14ake cbeckl payable to The Center for the Study or Popular Culture. The Center.i5 a 501(c)3
foundation and your contribution ia tax-cMductible. '

.~ - /Mild to: COMJNT, PO'Boa:Je88, RoDywoocl, CA to078
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South Africa Now -conllnwdllomPllf2

litieal orpnizations and the preas in the sprini of
1990. At that time, COMINT asked Kulczyclti if he
was indeed reviewing the cue of "South Africa
Now." Kulczycki said he was. In September, COM­
!NT followed this up with a letter to Kulczycki in
which 9 proPOia!i were preiented to KCET manage.-

This dtcision [to terminate] was reversed
within a week because of political pressure
from outside forces.

ment deaiilled "to correct the present bias in KCET
prorrammilli.· These included establishing a policy
of balance and fairness, hiring an ombudsman to
enforce the policy, refusini to airPBS prorraJna that

"-../' failed to conform to the policy, etc. The fourth pro-
- posal referred to "South Africa Now":

4. Terminate thlil blatantly propqandiat.ic: "n_." ahow
"South Arliea Naww or r.-u..bel it ·ooauu.ntary" ane! b.l­

ance it with a show on South Afiica from the ~t.
On October 2, Kulczycki replied negatively to 8

of the 9 proposals. His reply to proposal 4 was as
follows:

PBS Off Balance - contlnued"om,. 4

These ElXcuses remind us of a famous epieode
from the dark days ofthe cold war. Durlng the Stalin
period, a visitor to Russia asked a Sovietofftcial why
they had not published E.H. Carr's History of the
BohMtlik Retlolution in the Soviet Union. The reply:

.___ ~e have a paper shortage."
Evidently PBS haa a film ahortap. This, despite

the millions of public dollars that PBS stations ex­
pend every year on the production ofc10cwnentariea
like "Black Power, Black Panthers", a promotional
film for that violent political Pili of the 19608
produced by KQED San Francisco. Laek ofmaterial
is an inadequate excuse for a situation that 88em5,
rather, to rel1ect the political bias ofpublic television
proll'ammenin the area ofcurrentaffairs documen­
taries. Doe. thereexistsufftcientmaterial for amon
balanced prosram achedule to be aired in the area
of current atraira and contemporary history? One
has only to tum to PBS's cable competitors, A&E.
Bravo and Discovery to see that there does.

In faet the present .kew in public television'.
documentary pl'Ol"lIJ1minl on current affairs may
ptworse before it ,etabetter. Recently independent
televiaion producers won a battle to create The In·
dependent Television Service and seeure the" alloca·
tion of$6 million in funds from the Corporation for
Public Broadca&ting and Conrreaa for documentary
programminl. Yet, the make up of the new organi~

We bepn broa~~ "South Africa No....• 80Pllil two
yean..,o while thl South.unc.n IlOv.mraent was C41DIOr·

ina all preu repon,t aut of that COWitry. Since the cenIOr·
Ihip reatric:tion. have been lifted, we haveCClntinued to nut

the llriti, but wi ba.... bett1lookin; veJ"!loWetWly at the
~.ndjtoriaJItMce ofthe proeram in relation to our
ltandarcla tor ,iow'naliam &l\d tain\"~. WI will be ma1dn;
a d.ci&iaD about tb, OODtin~Uonof that llri.. on KCET
Vfff'Y 8DOI1.

The decision waa announced two weeks later.
COl-fINT first learned of it from LA Times reporter
Sharon Bernstein, who. was writing the atory and
wanted a response.

It it clear from this sequence of events that two
of the moat powerful public television stations in
America, after thoughtful and careful review, and
following appropriate station guidelines and proee­
dures. concluded that the show "South Africa Now"
did not meet the stations' standards for "journalism
and fairness" and decided to terminate it. This elect·
sion, which took nearly a year to make, was reversed
within a week because of political pressure from
outside forces.

But the story also has a sequel. On December 14,
1990 the Committee on Media Intercity filed a peti­

continued on page 8

Whatever else it was, Ronald Reagan's war
against the Sandlnistas was not Q war
Nagalnst the people of Nicaragua" by any
reasonably objective standard.

z.tion does not inspire optimism. As one PBS station
manager said to COMINT, "The Independent Tele­
vision Service is under the control ofpeople so far to
the left that they make the people at POV look
moderate."

The situation that now exists in PBS documen­
tary pl'Oll'*mmin, on current aft'ain ,ubjecti is in­
tolerable to a large section of public television's
audience, illeIal under its Con,reasional mandate,
and detrimental to its broadcastinl future. But it
can be rectifted. Most important for any reform
would be the readiness of public television execu­
tives and producers to recognize the exiltiq respon­
sibilities and obliptions they have under their
authorizing le(islation, and to aet on them as ioon
.. poslible. Our experience, however, has convinced
us that this will not happen without institutional
chan,eI. Some key proposals for such chanie are
outlined in our editorial in this issue.
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Our Quarrel With KCET
In December 1990, COMINT fonnally petitioned

the FCC to deny public television station KCET
unconditional renewal of its broadcast licsll5e. We
did so only after a year of frustrating dialo(Ue with
KCET management, during which we came to the
reluctant conclusion that the top~heavy inititu~

tional structure of KCET insulates management
from the community that supports it. This has led
to an arropnt attitude that is itselfan impediment
to KeETs ability to serve the public, as its mandate
instructs.

Unlike its sister station KQED-San Francisco
whose members elect their board ofdirectors. KCET

. appoints its board. And it is a large board. Its 53
individuals form a group that is too unwield}' and
too beholden to function as responsible trustees of
the public interest. Board meetings at KCET are of

'--"'. 8 rubber-stamp nature and in strikinr contrast to
lard meetin,s that we have observed at KQED.

'l'his elitism is compounded by the fact that the
KCET Board's nominating committee is aecrett its
members' names not revealed to the public, so that
no group not pre-selected by the inner circle that
rules KCET can have access to its governing body.

Unlike the Washington Post, which is not a tax­
payer-supported institution. b~t which does recog­
nize its responsibility to the public it serves and to
the healthy functioning of the democratic process,
KCET hai no "Ombudsman" to act as a court of
appeal for individuals and groups who feel their
interests have been unfairly slighted or misrepre­
sented as the result of KCET programminr deci­
sions. At present the only recourse for anyone with
a program complaint is to appeal to KCET manare·
___ent, in short the very people responsible for the

-.........' Jcision in the f!Tst place.

Violating the Public Broadcasting Act
How does KCET's arropnce manifest itself} Our

experience durinl the last year provides ample.
illustration. On AprilS. 1990 we submitted 20 writ­
ten questions to KCET management, amongthem­
did KCET have a formal policy for eltabli.hing
fairn.,s and balance in its proerams and it80 what
was it? Wu there anybody charged with enforcing

such a policy and if &0, whom? Etc. We received no
answer to these questions then, and have received
none to date.

In the same meeting we pointed out that KCET
had failed to announce its board committee meet~

ings in advance and that these meetings did not
appear to be open to the public, both of which vio­
lated the Public Broadcasting Act. We asked if
KCET intended to correct this policy in the future.
Again, we were stonewalled. So we appealed to the
Corporation for Public Broadcasting, the ,overn-

Did KeET have Q formal policy for
establishing fairness and balance In Its
programs? And "so, what was It?

ment-ereated entity whieh funds KCET. The CPB
then wrote to KCET, remindin, them of their lepl
obligationa. The response was imm...diate. Notices of
KCET Board meetinp be,an to be publiihed in the
LA Times. Board mMtings became semi~pen. (Our
dissatisfaction with this half-compliance is part of
our current FCC petition). In short, when a reason­
able request was made by a representative of
KCETs supporting public. KCET manapment sim­
ply ipored it. When the same request was made by
one of KCET's major funderS t KCET management
was quick to respond.

This is not a healthy situation, either for KCET
or for the community that supports it. Nor are the
above cases isolated. For six months our Committee
has requested an opportunity to address the KCET
Board with our concerns. This request has been
repeatedly denied. (KCET's sister station KQED. it
should be noted, has a reeutar half hour portion of
every board meetinir devoted to hearini recommen­
dations and complaints from its membership.)

A Last R••ort
We understand, and we relnlt. that our petition

is likely to be costly to KCET. Other stations, faced
with siDUlar suits, have been forced to spend mU­
lions of much needed dollars on lawyers' fees to
defend themselves. Our Committee is not happy
with thi.i .ituation. Our loal is not to punish KCET
but to promote integrity in its operation and to
streqthen its sellie ofresponsibility to the public it
is .uppoaed to serv•. We believe that the creation of
an elected board and. of an "ombudsman" to whom
the public can make appeals will strengthen KCET
and forge a healthier bond between the station and
its \'iewing public.

*', .,' ."..•. _--_._-_._•.••.' •.•..•_--:--- ... , _ ........
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